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Abstract 

 It is said that poetry is the most creative form of human expression. Poetry as a form 

of literary expression is unique in terms of its linguistic and literary suggestivity. The subtle 

and deviant use of language in poetry makes it appealing and different from other forms of 

literature. The key central purpose of writing and reading poetry is to gain aesthetic 

pleasure. Bharatmuni, the great Indian theoretician has termed aesthetic pleasure as Rasa 

and gave us the theory of Rasa in his literary magnum opus Natyasastra. Rasa is an 

integration of vibhava, sthayibhava and anubhava. In order to understand John Keats’s 

poetry one has to decipher the subtlety and deviant use of language which ultimately leads 

to the target aesthetic pleasure. The rasa, a blend of experience and emotion is the 

hallmark of Keats poetry. Ode to a Nightingale which is a representative poem of Keats 

cannon would be an appropriate choice to construct meaning in western poetry through 

Indian literary theory of Rasa. My attempt in the paper is to understand Keats’s “Ode to a 

Nightingale” through rasa theory.  

 
Key-Words 

Rasa, Bhava, Keats, Poetry, Ode to a Nightingale. 

:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 
 

Vol. 3 Issue 3 (June 2017)                                           Editor-in-Chief: Dr. Bijender Singh 



 
110 

The Expression: An International Multidisciplinary e-Journal 
(A Peer Reviewed and Indexed Journal with Impact Factor 1.854) 

www.expressionjournal.com                                                 ISSN: 2395-4132

 
UNDERSTANDING KEATS’S ODE TO A NIGHTINGALE:  
A SEMANTIC ANALYSIS THROUGH RASA THEORY 

Poonam Rani 
Research Scholar, Department of English 

 Bhagat Phool Singh Mahila Vishwavidyalaya, Khanpur Kalan 
 Sonepat, Haryana 

:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 

  
The concept of rasa was propounded by Bharatmuni in his treatise Natyasastra (200 BCE -
200 CE) which was initially applied only to the dramatic representations but 
Abhinavagupta (c. 950 – 1016 AD), a major commentator of Bharata’s Natyasastra, 
extended its scope to the literary works as well. Rasa is a concept of aesthetic experience in 
literary compositions. It claims that the meaning that is sought to be conveyed in literary 
compositions is in the form of an emotional effect on man’s mind and heart. Seeing an evil 
or good action one gets sorrow or delight. In fact this experience of sorrow or delight in a 
literary composition is known as rasa. 
 The proper combination of sthayibhava (permanent emotional states), vibhava 
(causes), and anubhava (physical reactions to a given sthayibhava) together with 
sancharibhava gives rise to the experience of rasa. This process is just like the relishing of 
good food which is prepared through the proper combination of different spices, herbs and 
other articles as well. Likewise rasa is produced when various bhavas get together. Bhava is 
that which brings about a change in the native state of mind. Bhava is of different kinds 
such as- sthayibhava, vibhava, anubhava, sattvikabhava, and sancharibhava. Abhinavagupta 
says that a person in his lifetime experiences various bhavas at different times. These 
experiences come and go but their traces remain in a person’s mind in the form of 
sanskaras. These sanskaras inherent in a person’s mind takes the form of bhavas. These are 
the sthayibhavas present in the mind and heart of a man and thereby present in the literary 
compositions.  
 

Vol. 3 Issue 3 (June 2017)                                           Editor-in-Chief: Dr. Bijender Singh 



 
111 

The Expression: An International Multidisciplinary e-Journal 
(A Peer Reviewed and Indexed Journal with Impact Factor 1.854) 

www.expressionjournal.com                                                 ISSN: 2395-4132 
 
 There are total eight sthayibhavas inherent in a person’s mind. These are love (rati), 
laughter (hasa), sorrow (soka), anger (krodh), enthusiasm (utsaha), fear (bhaya), disgust 
(jugupsa), astonishment (vismaya). These are inborn drives resulting from the impressions 
of so many lives and all human beings are born with these drives. When this sthayibhava is 
recognized in a composition then there is always a vibhava after it. In the absence of a 
vibhava no sthayibhava is produced. Vibhava is the cause of the birth of that sthayibhava. It 
is also known as the determinant that determines which sentiment is to be aroused in the 
mind of the spectator as well as the reader. When sthayibhava arises in the mind of a 
person, he starts behaving in a given way. It is known as anubhava. Anubhavas are the 
physical manifestations of a sthayibhava. These are enacted with sattvikabhavas. 
Sattvikabhavas are eight in total. These are involuntary physical actions of what is 
experienced. These are paralysis, perspiration, horripilation, change of voice, trembling, 
change of colour, weeping, and loss of consciousness. After eight sattvikabhavas there are 
thirty three sancharibhavas. These are auxiliary states of a person’s mind. Their only 
function is to intensify a given sthayibhava. This intensified sthayibhava reaches to the state 
of rasa. These are transient in nature. These are not inborn and take shape in the 
consciousness temporarily in the presence of vibhava. When this causal factor cease to be, 
these sancharibhavas dissolve and do not continue to exist as sanskaras. But the 
sthayibhavas continue to exist in a person’s mind because these are permanent and strong 
sanskaras. The conjunction of vibhava, anubhava, and sancharibhava will unambiguously 
evoke only one sthayibhava. Once evoked the sthayibhava along with the three subordinate 
bhavas, collectively engenders in the intellect of the reader, a meaning in the form of an 
extraordinary unhindered cognition, that is nothing else but the experience of rasa. This 
experience of a particular rasa, the only meaning of a composition comes into the being of a 
person only for that time. It does not pre-exist nor does it continue to exist afterwards. This 
mental cognition is rasa and it is different from the sthayibhava. The reader with the power 
of his sympathetic consciousness experiences this rasa. Only a sahrdaya reader (one who 
has a sympathetic attitude towards others) can feel the happiness and sorrows of others. 
This is a mental cognition and almost as if one is actually in the presence of the experience.  
It was Abhinavagupta (c. 950 – 1016 AD) who extended the scope of rasa experience to the 
poetry as well. He was of the view that rasa is experienced even without enactment. He 
says that through perfection and maturity of narrative style, the poet beautifully delineates 
images with the words and these images are experienced as if they are actually present 
before reader’s eyes. This mental cognition is entirely autonomous. During this cognition 
the reader remains all the while in a detached state. This is an abstract cognition and 
cannot be defined in words. This experience is neither of this world, nor false, nor 
describable, not resembling anything, nor a reflection of anything in this world. Thus the 
unobstructed experience in the self of a bhava is called rasa. 
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 Keats was a great romantic poet of romantic era. His poetry exhibits all the romantic 
traits. Being a romantic poet he expresses his own mental traumas in his poetry. His own 
bhavas are expressed in his poetry and particularly in his odes. There is no other theory 
which can explain all these bhavas present in his odes in a better way save rasa theory. 
“Ode to a Nightingale” is the best example of the experience of karuna rasa. In this ode, in 
fact Keats expresses his own grief through the image of a nightingale which is singing a 
sweet song.  
 Words are significant in poetry which creates bhavas and these bhavas produces 
rasa in the mind of the readers. After a close analysis of language of these stanzas 
separately, the reader can find out the rasa of each stanza. After reading the first stanza the 
reader experiences karuna rasa for the condition of the poet and this rasa is experienced 
only in the presence of the sthayibhava of sorrow. The words ‘aches’, ‘pains’ suggest that 
the poet is sad hence the sthayibhava of this stanza is of ‘sorrow’. It is poet’s condition that 
he is sad and after this condition there will be a cause, this cause is called vibhava. Vibhava 
includes three things- (i) What happens – A Nightingale is singing joyously and It is 
suggested by the line: “Singest of Summer in full throated ease”(10). (ii)To whom it 
happens- it happens to the poet as the poet experiences the joyous song of Nightingale. The 
poet uses three personal pronouns (I, my, being) which suggests that it is the poet itself. 
(iii) The context in which this event takes place is- Nightingale is singing in a peaceful and 
beautiful environment of the forest. It is suggested by the lines: “That thou light winged 
Dryad of the trees / In some melodious plot / Of beechen green, and shadows numberless, 
/ Singest of summer in full throated ease” (7-10). A given sthayibhava is recognized only 
through the anubhavas(physical manifestations). These are varying from person to person. 
Anubhavas are suggested by the words ‘drowsy’, ‘numbness’ and ‘forgetful’. There is no 
sattvikabhava, because which is happened to the poet, does not happen to each person. 
Every person cannot feel the same experience of drowsiness, numbness and forgetfulness. 
Some sancharibhava are also present in this stanza which have the property of reinforcing 
the sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’. These are not independent. The words ‘envy’, ‘happy’ suggest 
the sancharibhava, which reinforce the sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ in the mind of the poet. It is 
suggested by the lines: “Tis not through envy of thy happy lot, / But being too happy in 
thine happiness” (5-6). This intensified sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ in combination with other 
bhavas finally gives rise to the rasa of compassion (karuna rasa) in the mind and heart of 
the readers.  
 In a composition, there may be various bhavas but the reader has to consider only 
the dominant bhava. The dominant bhava in second stanza as well as in the poem is of 
‘sorrow’. It is not said directly but when the reader analyzes this stanza deeply and tries to 
go beyond its literal meaning, then he or she comes across the main bhava of ‘sorrow’ in 
this stanza. The poet is sad because of his sorrow. After this sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ of the 
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 poet there must be some vibhava. The event taking place in this stanza is that the poet 
wants to drink wine and in this way, he will forget all his miseries. With the help of wine, he 
wants to escape from this real world to the world of Nightingale. It is suggested in the lines: 
“That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, / and with thee fade away into the forest 
dim” (19-20).  This experience of ‘sorrow’ happens to the poet. It is suggested by the use of 
personal pronoun ‘I’ in the nineteenth line. Then the reader has to find out the context in 
which this event takes place. The context is the ‘wine’ of South Europe which the poet 
wants to drink.  South Europe is a cheerful and warm country. So wine of that country will 
also be of special kind. It is suggested by the phrases ‘beaded bubbles’, and ‘purple-stained’ 
in lines 17 and 18. These phrases qualify the event of drinking. Then there are the 
anubhavas or the physical manifestations which confirm the presence of the sthayibhava of 
‘sorrow’ in the stanza as well as in the mind of the poet. The act of drinking wine and ‘loss 
of consciousness’ after drinking wine are the respective anubhavas present in this stanza. 
There is no sattvikabhava. Forgetfulness which is occured due to intoxication is the 
sancharibhava present in this stanza, which intensifies the sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ in the 
mind of the poet. All these bhavas collectively give rise to the karuna rasa in the mind and 
heart of the readers.  
 One can experience sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ in these lines of the third stanza- “Where 
but to think is full of sorrow” (27) and “Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget / What 
thou among the leaves hast never known, / The weariness, the fever, and the fret” (21-23). 
If sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ is present in this stanza then after the production of this 
sthayibhava there must be some vibhava. Vibhava is the cause of the generation of that 
particular sthayibhava.  In vibhava first of all, the reader must be aware of the event 
happening in the stanza. It is the consciousness of sufferings of the world, which is 
suggested in the entire stanza. The reason behind this suffering is transience and 
temporariness of everything. Everything in this world is transitory that is short-lived. Life, 
beauty & youth everything passes away. Nothing is permanent here. The experiencer in 
this stanza is the poet himself. The context of this stanza is the consciousness of the 
extreme suffering of the world. The reader identifies the presence of sthayibhava of 
‘sorrow’ through the physical manifestation i.e, anubhava. It is suggested by ‘loss of 
memory’ when the poet says: “Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget” (21). There is no 
sattvikabhava because which is happening to the poet does not happen to every person. 
The words ‘weariness’ , ‘fever’, ‘fret’, ‘despairs’ and ‘love’ in this stanza suggest the 
sancharibhava which reinforces the sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’. In this way, the sthayibhava of 
‘sorrow’ is strengthened in proper combination with the other bhavas and gives rise to the 
karuna rasa in the mind of the readers.  
 The fourth stanza suggests the imaginative flight of the poet from this miserable 
world to the ideal and beautiful world of the nightingale. He wants to escape from this real 
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 world to the imaginative and joyous world of Nightingale, as his heart is full of sorrows. To 
escape from his present worries he takes refuge in the world of nightingale through his 
imagination.  In line 38 when the poet says: “But here there is no light” suggests darkness 
in his life. It is poet’s condition. There will be some cause (vibhava) after this condition. 
First of all the reader has to understand the event- The poet will go to the world of 
Nightingale with the help of imagination and not through intoxication. This experience 
happens to the poet. It is suggested by the word ‘I’ in line “Away! Away! for I will fly to 
thee” (31). The context of this stanza is the sorrows which were perturbing him throughout 
his short life. He escapes from this real world to the world of the nightingale to escape from 
his sorrows. In this way, his imagination faculty gets activated and creates the contrast. The 
presence of the sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ is identified through the anubhavas. The act of 
imaginary flying from this world to the world of the nightingale is the implied anubhava.  It 
is suggested by the line: “Away! Away! for I will fly to thee” (31). There is no sattvikabhava 
in this stanza. In this stanza dullness of brain and perplexity are the respective 
sancharibhavas. These are suggested by the line: “Though the dull brain perplexes and 
retards”(34). The inactive brain stops every activity of our body. The inactive brain 
becomes unaware of the events happening around it. These sancharibhavas intensify the 
sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’. Finally all the bhavas in proper combination give rise to the karuna 
rasa in the mind of the readers.  
 Although all the beautiful nature scenes described in the fifth stanza produce delight 
in the mind of the reader but this is a superficial delight. To escape from his sorrows he has 
reached the beautiful world of the nightingale through his imagination. The poet talks 
about the beautiful flowers but he is unable to see and smell them. It is because of the 
presence of the concept of ‘negative capability’ in Keats’s mind that he talks about 
happiness in sorrows and sorrows in happiness. It is not a kind of real joy. He only wants to 
distract his mind from his sufferings which were perturbing him. So the dominant 
sthayibhava in this stanza is of ‘sorrow’. The lines: “I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 
/ Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs,”(41-42), suggest that even in a joyful 
atmosphere, the poet cannot enjoys the beauties of nature because of his sorrowful heart. 
There will be a vibhava after this condition. First of all, the reader has to know the event 
altogether. Due to darkness, the poet cannot see anything in the forest. But he can guess 
each flower and plant due to the incense of the flowers and the plants. His poetry is full of 
contrastive elements. While talking about the beauties of nature he talks about darkness as 
well. It is suggested by the lines: “But, in embalmed darkness guess each sweet/ Where 
with the seasonable month endows” (43-44). This experience is happened to the poet, 
which is suggested by the words ‘I’ and ‘my’ in the first line of this stanza. The context of 
this experience is the excessive darkness in the forest and due to this darkness the poet is 
unable to  see the beauties of  nature. In fact, the  poet  is  not  talking  about  the darkness 
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 present in the forest but he is talking about the darkness present in his heart because of his 
sorrows. Because of these sorrows he is unable to experience the delights in his life. It is all 
due to the sufferings in Keats’s own life. Anubhava in this stanza is suggested by the line: “I 
cannot see what flowers are at my feet” (41). He wants to say that because of his sufferings 
he is not able to see the beauties of nature. No sattvikabhava is present in this stanza. In 
this stanza sancharibhavas are suggested indirectly by the representation of ‘joy’ and 
‘distraction of mind’ to avoid from the sufferings of the world. These sancharibhavas 
reinforce the sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’. All these bhavas blend together harmoniously and 
helps to evoke karuna rasa in the mind of the reader.   
 The sixth stanza with the lines “Now more than ever seems it rich to die, / To cease 
upon the midnight with no pain,” (55-56) expresses poet’s wish for an easeful death to 
escape from his suffering. He says that my death will not affect you. You will continue your 
song and now the song will be in memory of the poet. This experience happens to the poet. 
It is suggested by the use of personal pronouns ‘I’, ‘my’ in the stanza. The context is poet’s 
own sufferings which were perturbing him all the time. These are presented in this stanza 
indirectly. Anubhava is suggested in the line: “To take into the air my quiet breath” (54) and 
in the phrase: “I have ears in vain”(59). There is no sattvikabhava in this stanza. In this 
stanza the poet wishes an easeful death. It is not so that every person would think like the 
poet. The sancharibhava in this stanza is of ‘death’. It is suggested in lines 51 and 52 where 
the poet says- “Darkling I listen; and, for many a time/ I have been half in love with easeful 
death”. ‘Anxiety’ and ‘despair’ are also shown though indirectly. These sancharibhavas 
reinforce the sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ in the mind of the poet. When the empathetic reader 
recognizes all these bhavas in this stanza and immerses in the experience of ‘sorrow’ of the 
poet, then he becomes capable of experiencing karuna rasa in this stanza.  
 Poet’s condition is manifested in lines 66 and 67 in seventh stanza, where the poet 
says- “Through the sad heart of Ruth, when sick for home/ She stood in tears amid the alien 
corn”(66-67). These lines reflect the poet’s own sadness. This is poet’s condition. There will 
be a vibhava after this condition. First of all the reader has to know about the event 
entirely. The poet talks about the immortality of the bird. In fact the bird is not immortal 
but the song is immortal which the nightingale is singing. Here he wants to emphasize the 
immortality of art. He says that the song which he is hearing this passing night was also 
heard in the ancient times. It cannot fade. Art never dies. He also describes the sadness of 
Ruth(a biblical character) who was feeling home sick when she was in a foreign land. He 
says that the same song of the nightingale would have consoled sad Ruth when she was 
feeling sick for home in a foreign land. As he says in lines 65, 66 and 67- “Perhaps the self-
same song that found a path / Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home, / She 
stood in tears amid the alien corn.” Then in the last three lines of this stanza, the poet says- 
“The  same  that  oft-times  hath / Charm’d  magic  casements,  opening  on  the  foam / Of  
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perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.” He again emphasizes the immortality of art and its 
healing effect on the sad heart of the suffering humanity in these lines. This experience 
happens to the poet. This is suggested by the line: “The voice I hear this passing night . . .” 
(63). The context of this event is poet’s consciousness of mortality of life and immortality of 
art. The immortal art comforts the suffering mankind. Now, anubhava in this stanza is 
represented in line “She stood in tears amid the alien corn” (67). ‘Shedding tears’ is the 
external physical effect. The anubhava of ‘weeping’ confirms the presence of the 
sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’ in the heart of Ruth as well as in this stanza. Here the act of 
weeping is also a sattvikabhava- which is due to ‘sorrow’. Sancharibhava in this stanza is 
shown in the line: “Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home (66).” ‘Sadness’ and 
‘anxiety’ of Ruth is shown in this stanza. This sancharibhava gives strength to the 
sthayibhava of ‘sorrow’. When the reader recognizes all these bhavas in a literary 
composition, then he or she becomes able to experience karuna rasa.  
 In the eighth stanza, the poet feels loneliness in the world of imagination. He had 
taken refuge in the world of the nightingale just to escape from his worries but at the end of 
this ode he realized his folly. The word ‘Forlorn’ in line 71 exhibits his loneliness in the 
world of imagination. In lines 71 and 72 as the poet says- “Forlorn! The very word is like a 
bell / To toll me back from thee to my sole self!” The word ‘Forlorn’ makes him remind the 
reality and at once fetches him from the world of Nightingale to this real world. He 
recognizes the fact that a person cannot live forever into the world of imagination. He has 
to come back in this real world. This is the event happening in this stanza. The experiencer 
of this event is the poet himself which is suggested by the line: “To toll me back, from thee 
to my sole self!” (72) and “Fled is that music:-Do I wake or sleep” (80). The context of this 
stanza is the consciousness of the poet about imagination and reality. Anubhava in this 
stanza is ‘loss of memory’ as he wants to forget the deceptive world of imagination. It is 
suggested by line “Was it a vision, or a waking dream. No sattvikabhava is present in this 
stanza. Sancharibhava in this stanza is ‘anxiety’ which is suggested by the word ‘Forlorn’. 
Hence in this way all the bhavas blend harmoniously to produce karuna rasa in the mind of 
the reader finally. 
 The aforesaid structural analysis of Keats’s Ode to a Nightingale proves the point 
that the imaginative impulse of a poet consists of interplay of Bhavas. The subtle 
integration of them enables a poet to create meaningful aesthetic pleasure (Rasa) in 
literary compositions. The dominance of one or the other rasa in a poem is determined by 
the matrix of Bhavas in a poet’s mind. 
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